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the more greg hartwell’s workdays filled with meetings, the less he felt 
he was accomplishing. “There were hours-long teleconferences, followed 
by conference-room sessions,” he says, recalling the marketing job he held 
at IBM in 2008. “Most of what we did added very little value.”

He glimpsed a more fulfilling alternative whenever his wife Lisa shared 
details of the one day a week she spent as a volunteer assisting seniors 
who lived on their own. “I’d drive them to appointments, read them their 
mail, or just sit with them and talk,” says Lisa, who worked the rest of the 
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Their Golden Idea
a volunTeer exPerience insPired greg and lisa harTwell To sTarT a business 
serving a growing demograPhic: The isolaTed elderly. by Josh Hyatt

We saw  
a chance 

to provide  
care solutions 
rather than  
just caregivers.” 

Tech markeTer 
and realTor

elder care 
enTrePreneurs

both 47, palo alto, calif.
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startup

how They did iT

$250,000
amount it took to 
start up. In hopes of 
launching a business, 
Greg and Lisa had sold 
investments—mostly 
exercised stock 
options—a few years 
earlier, netting 
$400,000 after taxes. 
Just over half that went 
toward initial costs for 
Homecare california. 

20 months
time before they drew 
income from the biz. 
The Hartwells scaled 
back spending—and put 
the brakes on saving for 
retirement and college. 
(They have two teen 
daughters.) They’ve 
been using the leftovers 
of their $400,000 
cushion to help cover 
living expenses. 

7%
the rate business 
grew each month  
in 2011. and that’s 
the growth rate the 
Hartwells intend to 
maintain for 2012. If they 
do, Homecare california 
should break $5 million, 
and the couple will take 
home at least $140,000. 
“It’s achievable, given 
the demand,” says 
Hartwell. They plan to 
resume college savings 
next year. 
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week as a real estate agent. “I 
really enjoyed my time with them.”

Her experiences gave the 
couple the idea for a business, one 
that would provide caregivers to 
help elderly folks with nonmedical 
tasks like cooking and running 
errands. With the first boomers 
turning 65, the Hartwells saw 
explosive demand ahead. And they 
felt they could use their back-
grounds—his in “solutions,” hers in 
cus tomer service—to improve on 
what was available.      

So Lisa began working toward 

certification as a 
home care manager 
while Greg spent his 
evenings talking 
with pros in related 
fields. “People had 
mixed experiences 
with home care,” he 
says. He saw room 
to create a brand 
customers would 
associate with 

reliability and 
consistency. 

After six months 
of research, the Hartwells incorpo-
rated Home care California in 
August 2008, while Greg was still at 
IBM. By the time he quit in January 
2009, the business was ready to 
take on its first clients, many of 
whom found the firm through local 
newspaper ads. Last year, revenue 
hit $2.6 million, and Greg and Lisa 
took home $80,000. While that’s 
still far off from their old income 
($300,000), the job has other 
perks. “When I visit clients, their 
faces light up,” says Greg, “and 
that’s very gratifying.”  
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choose the best 
card for your biz
some 37% of business owners 
are using credit to cover some of 
their costs, reports the national 
small business association. The 
optimal card for your operation 
depends on how you’ll use it. 

if you’ll carry a balance
rate should be your primary 
concern, says beverly harzog of 
credit.com. aPrs on business 
cards average slightly lower 
than personal cards (13% vs. 
14%), but you can do better with 
the latter if you have an excellent 
credit score. more important, 
personal card issuers must abide 
by the card act, which protects 
you from arbitrary rate hikes.  
The best choice for those with 
750+ scores: simmons First visa 
Platinum (simmonsfirst.com), 
with a 7.25% aPr and no fee.

if you won’t carry a balance 
go for the business card. you’ll get 
quarterly and annual spending 
reports—and establish a company 
credit history. also, such cards 
often have higher spending limits, 
says bill har de kopf of lowcards 
.com. consider one with money-
saving rewards: capital one spark 
cash business (capitalone.com), 
for example, pays 2% on 
everything, and the $59 fee is 
waived the first year. —daniel bortz

building a brand “People told us, ‘one client will lead to another,’ ” 
says lisa. “sure enough, that’s what has happened.”
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